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The Catholic Church and Revolution 
in Ireland
Féilim Ó hAdhmaill
Despite the involvement of  radical socialists like James Connolly and the 
Irish Citizen Army in the 1916 Rising and the unanimous passing of  the 
Democratic Programme (a socialist manifesto for the new Government) by 
the First Dáil in 1919, the Irish state has since its inception exhibited a highly 
conservative approach to social and economic policy, and politics generally 
in Ireland, North or South, have never faced a serious challenge from those 
seeking radical change.1 
Several factors have played a part in this and this article focuses on 
one of  these –the power and conservatism of  the Catholic Church and 
its influence in shaping the political landscape. Despite a decline in recent 
years, the Church remains influential north and south of  the Border in 
education provision, the current debates in relation to abortion and in 
culturally important aspects of  life—baptism, communion and burial.2 In 
the past the Church’s political influence among Ireland’s majority Catholic 
community had been even more pronounced. The article begins by looking 
at the Church’s attitude to revolutionary change in Ireland historically before 
focusing on its influence in the North during the Stormont years and during 
the more recent ‘Troubles’—1969–98. It shows how the Church attempted 
to influence political thought and discourse in Ireland when it was at the 
height of  its power. Whilst it is true that the Church was not a monolith, and 
there have always been individual priests who have adopted a more radical 
approach, the general thrust of  the Church was conservative, attempting to 
ally itself  with the power elites of  the day where possible. It is this influ-
ence which appears to have stood the test of  time despite attempts in past 
generations to radicalise the Irish population.
The Growth in Catholic Church influence in Ireland
Historically the power and influence of  the Catholic Church in Ireland 
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can be traced to the colonial conquest of  Ireland and in particular the 
Reformation during the Tudor period. Prior to the Reformation both the 
Anglo-Norman settlers in Ireland and the native Irish had been Christian/
Catholic. Inter-marriage and adoption of  Irish customs were common to 
the extent that, fearing the Anglo-Irish were becoming ‘more Irish than the 
Irish themselves’, the English Government in Ireland passed the Statutes 
of  Kilkenny (1366) aimed primarily at stopping the Anglo-Irish mixing with 
natives.3 
King Henry VIII ’s break with Rome in 1534, however, meant that the 
King’s subjects were expected to pledge loyalty to him and not the Pope, and 
those who remained Catholic were viewed as disloyal. Priests were banished 
and could be executed if  captured, while Church land was confiscated. The 
fact that the vast bulk of  the Irish native population remained Catholic, 
despite being ruled by a now Protestant Britain, created an historic bond 
between Catholicism and a concept of  ethnic Irishness on the one hand, 
and Protestantism and the ethnic identity of  the coloniser on the other. The 
Catholic Irish were viewed as disloyal because they had sided with Rome and 
not the King. The fact that the native Irish found themselves in conflict with 
both a ‘foreign’ religion as well as a ‘foreign’ power strengthened the impor-
tance of  religion as a bond of  identity and solidarity. The same was true for the 
settlers from Britain, planted in Ireland to provide support for the Crown. 
The various rebellions of  the seventeenth century, their defeat and the 
institution of  the Penal Laws, almost completely suppressed native Irish 
demands for independence from Britain. The Penal Laws, from 1695 
on, categorised citizenship rights according to religion. Catholics were 
discriminated against socially, politically and economically. Presbyterians 
also suffered but this was mainly in terms of  restrictions on religious prac-
tice rather than economic or political participation in society. Draconian 
property ownership restrictions were imposed on Irish Catholics and they 
were denied access to education. The main purpose, however, was not reli-
gious persecution, but to deprive the native Irish Catholics of  political and 
economic power. As a result of  these restrictions, which bore most heavily 
upon the Catholic gentry, political leadership of  the Catholics passed to 
the clergy. As an international organisation the Church was the only body 
which could provide education, albeit outside of  Ireland, and thereby give 
status and power to Irish Catholics. On their return to Ireland as educated 
clergy they assumed the leadership of  the native Irish. Thus the tremendous 
influence wielded by the Catholic Church among Catholics in Ireland ‘has its 
roots in the historic elimination of  alternative avenues for Catholic political 
participation in Irish politics’.4
Although Catholics in Ireland and their Church were viewed as disloyal 
this did not mean that they favoured radical social and economic change. 
Both the Church and its congregation wanted an end to persecution, but 
the most that meant was changing the rulers or the way they ruled. As long 
ago as 1733 Jonathan Swift had observed in his Reasons for Repealing the 
Sacramental Test that:
the Catholics were always defenders of  the monarchy, as constituted 
in these kingdoms, whereas our brethren the Dissenters were always 
Republican both in principle and practice.5
Indeed, the Catholic Church’s influence in Ireland has, certainly since the 
late eighteenth century, provided a moderating influence on nationalism.
In 1766 the son of  the deposed Catholic King James II died but the Pope 
did not recognise his son, ‘Bonnie Prince Charlie,’ as King of  Britain and 
Ireland. This allowed Irish Catholics to recognise the de facto King George 
III. Coupled with the fact that by the latter half  of  the eighteenth century 
the Catholic/Irish had not rebelled for one hundred years, this led the 
authorities to lift some of  the restrictions on their lives. There was a gradual 
repeal of  the Penal Laws from the late eighteenth century on.6 
The Catholic Church and Revolution in Ireland
It was the Protestant middle classes, not the politically silenced Catholic/
Irish who began to demand greater political independence for Ireland from 
Britain in the late eighteenth century. Although Grattan and the Volunteers 
in the 1780s wanted greater political autonomy from Britain, this was to 
promote the political and economic interests of  the growing Church of  
Ireland/Presbyterian middle classes. Although calls increased for conces-
sion towards the Catholic/Irish and a lifting of  some of  the worst excesses 
of  the Penal Laws, there was no real desire to share greater political and 
economic power with them.7
It was not until the founding of  the United Irishmen in Belfast in 1791, 
led primarily by Presbyterians, that the demand for political rights for 
Catholics began to be widely articulated. The United Irishmen were not 
simply arguing for greater autonomy from Britain, but complete separation 
and the establishment of  a Republic. This was the first major movement 
to articulate the concept of  a republic and of  a citizenship in which the 
different religious strands of  Protestant, Catholic and Dissenter would be 
united together ‘under the common term of  Irishmen’. Its founder, Wolfe 
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Tone, outlined its aims:
 
To subvert the tyranny of  our execrable Government, break the connection 
with England, the never-failing source of  our political evils, and to assert 
the independence of  my country—these were my objects. To unite the 
whole people of  Ireland, to abolish the memory of  our past dissensions 
and to substitute the common name of  Irishmen in place of  the denomina-
tion of  Protestant, Catholic and Dissenter—these were my means.8
The United Irishmen were, initially, constitutional, the majority of  its 
founders being parliamentary reformers. However, under increasing state 
coercion, it was not long before they were plotting revolution and the 
overthrow of  British control in Ireland, culminating in the failed uprising 
of  1798. 
By the 1790s the Penal Laws had virtually all been repealed and the British 
Government was coming to the view that instead of  attacking the Catholic 
Church, the only effective remaining political leadership of  the Catholic/
Irish, it made more sense to win it over. At the time, both the British 
establishment and the Catholic Church were terrified of  the possible reper-
cussions of  the French Revolution, especially as there were revolutionary 
rumblings in Ireland in the form of  the United Irish Society.9 In 1795, 
Maynooth College was established with an annual Government subsidy. 
This enabled priests to be educated in Ireland instead of  travelling to foreign 
colleges where they might be influenced by anti-British or revolutionary 
ideas.10 This much welcomed finance also gave the Church a major incentive 
not to antagonise the Government.11 Of  course, even without Maynooth, 
the Catholic Church, because of  its very nature, would not have favoured 
revolutionary change in Ireland, or anywhere else, especially if  it was being 
allowed to operate freely.12
When the 1798 United Irish rebellion occurred it was vehemently opposed 
by the Catholic hierarchy, greatly lessening the participation of  the Catholic 
Irish. Some did become involved, especially in Wexford. Father Murphy, 
the priest who led the Wexford rising, was excommunicated. However, 
most historians agree that the vast majority of  Catholics, especially in the 
North, spurned it, and many joined Government militias, set up in 1793, 
to help suppress it. Most of  the Northern rebels who took up arms were 
Protestants while the largely Catholic Monaghan Militia was, in fact, one 
of  the mainstays of  the Government forces in the North.13 While some 
Catholics fought on the rebel side at Ballynahinch, many more served with 
the militia. Belfast itself  also remained quiet.14
The abortive rising of  1798 led directly to the 1801 Act of  Union 
whereby Ireland was merged with Britain in the United Kingdom. The 
Government hoped that this arrangement would create stability in Ireland 
and rule out further threats to British control. Within the Union the 
Protestants of  Ireland would feel safe even if  Catholics gained political 
rights, since Protestants would still hold the political majority within the UK. 
Likewise, the Government felt that dealing with some of  the grievances of  
the Catholics could stave off  the possibility of  further and potentially more 
devastating revolution in Ireland.15 To secure the support of  the Catholic 
Church for the Union, Catholic Emancipation was promised. Thus by 1801, 
while Republicans were calling for total separation from Britain, the Catholic 
hierarchy and the Catholic middle classes were actively supporting the Union. 
The powerful Orange Order, set up to protect the Protestant Ascendency 
in 1796, opposed any attempts at Catholic Emancipation after the Act of  
Union.16 Much of  the English and Irish Establishment, including the King, 
threw their weight behind this anti-Catholic Emancipation campaign. Most 
Catholics did not have the vote and were still barred from Parliament by a 
requirement that all members should take an oath abjuring Catholicism. 
When the promised Emancipation did not take place, after 1801, 
Catholics were encouraged by their Church to use constitutional means to 
try to achieve concessions. This non-violent approach was epitomised by 
Daniel O’Connell in his campaigns, first for Catholic Emancipation, which 
was eventually successful, and second for Home Rule, which was not. 
O’Connell founded the Catholic Association in 1828. In the same year he 
stood and was elected to the UK Parliament and refused to take the oath. 
The Government agreed to remove the oath in return for his agreement to 
increase the property qualification for the vote, disenfranchising many of  
those who had elected him and removing a perceived threat to the British 
establishment—a large effective Irish vote.17
Daniel O’Connell was the first great Catholic Irish constitutional nation-
alist leader.18 His political activities largely took place within British political 
structures and many future constitutional nationalists were to follow his 
strategy and tactics. He was strongly opposed to revolution and had been a 
member of  the militia during the violent suppression of  Robert Emmett’s 
attempted rising in 1803. He verbalised this opposition by stating that no 
cause was worth the shedding of  one drop of  human blood. He consistently 
opposed revolutionary change throughout the nineteenth century, opposing 
the Young Ireland Movement for example. 
From the Church’s point of  view ‘Catholic Emancipation’ allowed the 
use of  constitutional methods to promote change. It had experienced the 
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fervour and violence of  the French revolution and did not want the same 
thing to happen in Ireland. From the Government’s point of  view, it also 
allowed for non-threatening protest since only a few of  the nationalist Irish 
had the vote and thus had little weight in Parliament. However, during the 
nineteenth century the franchise was continually extended, to a point where 
Irish MPs held the balance of  power during Parnell’s days.
Throughout the nineteenth century the Church increased its influence 
among Irish Catholics, now with State assent, by an increasing involvement 
in the provision of  welfare and education services for Catholics. This was 
aided by the laissez-faire attitude of  the British Government.19 The intro-
duction of  free primary education via the National schools in 1831 gave 
the Church control over the moral and cultural development of  virtually 
all Catholic children in Ireland, as well as their obedience—and paid for by 
the British Exchequer.20
By appealing to the elites in the Catholic/Irish community, the State 
hoped to lessen a major threat to its control in Ireland. Combined with a 
policy of  repression towards those who refused to accept the system, it oper-
ated a ‘carrot and stick policy’. This created further political divisions among 
the Catholic/Irish and the continued development of  the often competing 
strands of  constitutional and revolutionary nationalism. Throughout the 
nineteenth century the constitutional strand remained dominant. It was to 
take well over another hundred years before the revolutionary strand was 
able successfully to challenge it in most of  Ireland in the 1918 elections. 
Revolutionary nationalism, often led primarily by Protestants, received 
limited support from Catholics. It was also denounced by the leaders of  the 
Church. An example was the Young Ireland Movement founded in 1842.21 
Much of  its initial work centred on the publication of  the Nation, which 
supported O’Connell’s Repeal of  the Union Campaign. O’Connell worked 
with the group and used the Nation to whip up support for his campaign. 
However, he ousted them from his Repeal Association in July 1846 when 
they refused to pledge their allegiance to non-violence and constitutionalism. 
The Young Irelanders, exasperated by the effects of  the famine (1846–48) 
and British policies, collapsed after a disastrous attempt at a Rising in July 
1848. According to Ellis (1985) Pope Pius IX admonished priests involved 
with the Young Irelanders after pressure form the British and they were 
suspended by the Irish hierarchy.22 The Young Irelander, John Mitchell, 
claimed bitterly in his Jail Journal that ‘the Church had ever been the enemy 
of  Irish freedom’.23 For him, the failure of  the Young Irelanders could be 
attributed to the ‘cowardice and treachery’ of  the priests.24 
From the mid-nineteenth century there had been a socialistic constituent 
in revolutionary nationalism in Ireland.25 James Fintan Lalor, for example, 
who took part in the failed Young Ireland revolt in 1848, had said in the 
same year: 
The principle I state and mean to stand upon, is this, that the entire 
ownership of  Ireland, moral and material, up to the sun and down to the 
centre, is vested of  right in the people of  Ireland…that the entire soil of  a 
country belongs…to the entire people of  that country, and is the rightful 
property, not of  any one class, but of  the nation at large.26 
The Fenian movement in the second half  of  the nineteenth century was 
not overtly socialistic; but, it did make links with other radical movements 
in Europe, including the First International (International Working Men’s 
Association-IWMA). James Stephens and John Devoy, both founding 
leaders of  the Fenians, joined the IWMA in the USA and the sympathies 
of  the movement were also made clear in its proclamation of  the Republic 
in 1867: 
we aim at founding a Republic based on universal suffrage, which shall 
secure to all the intrinsic value of  their labour. The soil of  Ireland, at 
present in the possession of  an oligarchy, belongs to us, the Irish people, 
and to us it must be restored…
 
We declare, also…complete separation of  Church and State.
we intend no war against the people of  England—our war is against the 
aristocratic locusts, whether English or Irish, who have eaten the verdure 
of  our fields—against the aristocratic leeches who drain alike our fields 
and theirs.27 
Republicans of  the entire world, our cause is your cause. Our enemy is 
your enemy…workmen of  England, it is not only your hearts we wish, 
but your arms. Remember the starvation and degradation brought to your 
firesides by the oppression of  labour…avenge yourselves by giving liberty 
to your children in the coming struggle for human liberty.28
Indeed, the IWMA itself  stated in 1867:
The Fenian declarations leave no room for doubt…They affirm the 
republican form of  government, liberty of  conscience, no State religion, 
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the produce of  labour to the labourer, and the possession of  the soil to 
the people.29
Despite the moderate nationalist sympathies of  figures like Cardinal Cullen, 
in 1863 the Catholic hierarchy condemned the Fenian Brotherhood,30 and in 
1867 Bishop Moriarty of  Kerry denounced them as criminals saying: 
when we look down into the fathomless depth of  this infamy of  the 
heads of  the Fenian conspiracy, we must acknowledge that eternity is not 
long enough, nor hell hot enough to punish such miscreants.31 
Pope Pius IX, issued in his 1864 encyclical Quanta Cura, a condemnation of  
anyone who supported the separation of  church and state, one of  the tenets 
of  Fenian republicanism. In 1870, on the prompting of  Cardinal Cullen, he 
issued a general condemnation of  Fenianism.32 Yet others in the Church were 
more ambivalent or even quietly sympathetic towards revolutionary nation-
alism, and this is partly why when independence was achieved for twenty-six 
of  Ireland’s counties, the Church, far from being viewed as divorced from 
‘Ireland’s freedom struggle’, was mythologised as having led the people then 
and now. In nineteenth-century Ireland the ambivalent, or even sympathetic, 
attitude of  some local priests and even Bishops to ‘popular’ revolutionary 
activity, meant that the Church could remain closely connected to its flock. Dr 
John MacHale, Archbishop of  Tuam, appears to have been sympathetic. The 
1863 Convention of  the Chicago Fenians for example, received autographed 
portraits of  MacHale to auction.33 In 1886 Archbishop Thomas Croke of  
Cashel contributed five pounds towards a monument in the grounds of  
Limerick Cathedral to the ‘Manchester Martyrs’ of  1867. However, neither 
expressed open support for the organisation. 
The Church was also concerned about the rising rural agitation for 
land reform in the late nineteenth century. Michael Davitt’s Land League, 
started in 1879, argued for fair rents, fixity of  tenure and free sale of  land. 
It demanded rent reductions and organised resistance to evictions and 
boycotts of  land owners. It soon came into conflict with the Church and 
Bishops, many of  whom were landlords themselves. However, many priests 
and Bishops, such as Archbishop Walsh, supported it, despite Pope Leo 
XIII’s April 1888 condemnation of  the Land League’s Plan of  Campaign 
and the practice of  boycotting.34 The Church also held political influence 
among constitutional nationalists and brought about the demise of  the great 
constitutional nationalist leader Charles Stewart Parnell over the O’Shea 
divorce scandal.35 
During the late 1800s the Church developed close links with ‘Constitutional 
Nationalists’ who wanted Home Rule for Ireland within the British Empire.36 
The Church at this time was interested in the concept of  a Catholic Irish 
Nation. It continued to oppose revolutionary nationalism, excommunicating 
members of  the Irish Republican Brotherhood, for example. Even the chil-
dren of  revolutionaries were held accountable—the Catholic baptism of  the 
late Sean McBride in 1904 reportedly had to be postponed for three months 
before a priest who was willing to perform the ceremony could be found. 
The local parish priest apparently objected to the ‘revolutionary’ character 
of  his parents.37 Throughout the early twentieth century the Catholic Church 
denounced socialism and opposed Jim Larkin and the TGWU during the 
1913 Dublin Lockout. It even opposed a scheme whereby children of  Irish 
strikers would be temporarily looked after by British trade unionists on 
the grounds that their souls might be endangered by Protestant or atheist 
influences.38 
The continuing importance of  Catholicism for most Irish people, 
including the revolutionaries, was reflected in the wording of  the 1916 
Proclamation:
In the name of  God and of  the dead generations…We place the cause of  
the Irish Republic under the protection of  the Most High God, Whose 
blessing we invoke upon our arms, and we pray that no one who serves 
that cause will dishonour it…
The writings of  Padraic Pearse, in particular, also reflected a devotion to 
the Church and its teachings.39 However, it is also clear that many of  those 
involved in the Rising had a radical agenda. The 1916 Proclamation of  the 
Republic, might have a number of  different interpretations: 
We declare the right of  the people of  Ireland to the ownership of  Ireland, 
and to the unfettered control of  Irish destinies, to be sovereign and 
indefeasible…
The Irish Republic guarantees religious and civil liberty, equal rights and 
equal opportunities to all its citizens…cherishing all the children of  the 
nation equally, and oblivious of  the differences carefully fostered by an 
alien Government, which have divided a minority from the majority in 
the past…40
However, there is no ambiguity about the views of  the trade unionist 
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and socialist and 1916 leader, James Connolly. As far back as 1897 he had 
written:
If  you remove the English army tomorrow and hoist the green flag over 
Dublin Castle, unless you set about the organisation of  the socialist 
Republic your efforts would be in vain. England would still rule you. She 
would rule you through her capitalists, through her landlords, through her 
financiers, through the whole army of  commercial and individual institu-
tions she has planted in this country…Nationalism without Socialism…
is only national recreancy.41
Addressing the Irish Citizen Army shortly before the Easter Rising in 1916 
he further stated:
 
In the event of  victory, hold on to your rifles, as those with whom we are 
fighting may stop before our goal is reached. We are out for economic as 
well as political liberty.42 
Individual priests were undoubtedly sympathetic to the republican struggle 
from 1916–22 but the hierarchy was much more hostile.43 Seven bishops 
publicly condemned the 1916 Rising.44 The Irish Catholic at the time 
described the Rising as both insane and criminal and appeared to support 
the executions:
Pearse was a man of  ill-balanced mind, if  not actually insane...selecting 
him as ‘chief  magistrate’ was enough to create doubts about the sanity 
of  those who approved…no reason to lament that its perpetrators have 
met the fate universally reserved for traitors…45
Cardinal Logue stated that no one could fault the government for punishing 
the rebels, provided that it did so ‘within the laws of  humanity’. In June a 
subcommittee of  bishops was appointed to draw up a statement setting out 
the church’s hostility to revolution, but by October 1916 they concluded that 
such a statement would serve no useful purpose.46
By the 1918 Elections in which Sinn Féin won an overwhelming majority 
of  seats, the Church was more willing to accept Sinn Féin as representing 
the bulk of  the Irish people. However, whether the people had become 
enthused with Republican ideology or whether the shift was due more to 
other factors, such the desire to avoid conscription into the British Army is 
debatable.47 During the 1919–21 IRA campaign Bishops condemned both 
IRA acts of  violence and the actions of  the British Government. Although 
the Bishop of  Cork, Daniel Coholan, excommunicated the IRA,Tom Barry, 
a Republican leader in Cork, described how most local priests still admin-
istered the sacraments to them.48 Though they strongly opposed Partition, 
the Catholic hierarchy came out in favour of  the 1921 Treaty, before Dáil 
Éireann had voted on the issue.49 Cardinal MacRory, the Archbishop of  
Armagh publicly denounced and encouraged the excommunication of  anti-
Treaty republicans during the Civil War including a future President of  the 
Free State—De Valera.50 Despite this, the Church’s power was such that it 
could retain influence even with those political leaders it had condemned, 
after the establishment of  the Irish State. 
The death of  Connolly in 1916 was a blow to the socialist element within 
the Irish revolutionary movement but did not crush it. Socialists like Liam 
Mellows continued to articulate that perspective within the republican 
movement, while the First Dáíl (or Provisional Government) of  the declared 
Republic unanimously passed the overtly socialistic Democratic Programme 
in January 1919.51
we declare that the Nation’s sovereignty extends not only to all men and 
women of  the Nation, but to all its material possessions, the Nation’s soil 
and all its resources, all the wealth and all the wealth-producing processes 
within the Nation, .. that all right to private property must be subordi-
nated to the public right and welfare…declare the right of  every citizen 
to an adequate share of  the produce of  the Nation’s labour…
It shall be the first duty of  the Government of  the Republic to make 
provision for the physical, mental and spiritual well-being of  the children, 
to secure that no child shall suffer hunger or cold from lack of  food, 
clothing, or shelter…all shall be provided with…proper education…
…The Irish Republic fully realises the necessity of  abolishing the present 
odious, degrading and foreign Poor Law System, substituting therefore a 
sympathetic native scheme for the care of  the Nation’s aged and infirm, 
who shall not be regarded as a burden, but rather entitled to the Nation’s 
gratitude and consideration. Likewise it shall be the duty of  the Republic 
to …safeguard the health of  the people…52
For a short period in April 1919, the Limerick Soviet embodied hopes of  
some for a new type of  economic as well as political order in Ireland.53 
Nonetheless, the Partition of  the country in 1920 and the defeat of  the 
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republican forces in the Civil War (1922–23),54 led to conservative, and in 
many ways reactionary Governments, North and South, and throughout the 
twentieth century and beyond, radical forces had had limited impact, either 
side of  the border.55 As Connolly had predicted about Partition:
Such a scheme as that agreed to by Redmond and Devlin, the betrayal 
of  the national democracy of  industrial Ulster would mean a carnival of  
reaction both North and South, would set back the wheels of  progress, 
would destroy the oncoming unity of  the Irish Labour movement and 
paralyse all advanced movements whilst it endured.56
 
In the South, the pro-Free State Cumann na nGaedheal Government sought 
to ‘balance the books’, establish ‘a good credit rating’ with the capitalist 
world and appear ‘responsible’ in fiscal and budgetary matters. One of  
first acts of  new finance Minister, Ernest Blythe, after the end of  the Civil 
War in 1923 was to cut the Old Age Pension by a shilling to try and save 
on public expenditure. It was followed by the equally conservative Fianna 
Fáil Government of  1932, which introduced the 1937 Constitution, a 
Constitution reflecting Catholic Social Teaching and promoting ‘a conserva-
tive and distinctly sectarian state’.57 Thereafter Governments in the South 
were dominated by one or other of  these conservative parties.58 In the 
North, the conservative Unionist Party dominated from 1921–72 when 
Direct Rule from Westminster was introduced.59 
There are many reasons why the momentum for radical change in Ireland 
was lost in the 1920s. These include the loss of  many progressive elements 
through conflict and emigration; the division in the labour movement and 
working classes, caused by both the War of  Independence and Partition; the 
absence of  a strong industrial base in much of  Ireland, and problems with 
economic development and continuing dependence on Britain for trade and 
income, North and South. However, the persistent, controlling conservative 
influence of  the Catholic Church was also undoubtedly a major factor. 
The Catholic Church in the new Free State
The Church continued to condemn radical republicanism and socialism in 
Ireland into the 1930s. In 1931 the Bishops issued a statement condemning 
the IRA and Saor Éire, a left-wing republican organisation and the left wing 
Republican Congress.60 After 1921 it continued to be dominant in moral, 
social, educational and welfare matters in the new Irish state and this role 
was encouraged by the Government. It kept a separate Church controlled 
education system, which virtually all Catholic children attended. It provided 
health and welfare services via its hospitals, children’s homes, senior citizens’ 
homes and hostels for the homeless and via its voluntary agencies such as 
the St Vincent De Paul Society and the Legion of  Mary. According to Tom 
Inglis (1987), this control over the social and economic life of  the Catholic 
community engendered the near blind faith of  many Irish Catholics and 
their willingness to be led by and spoken for by their Church. Catholics 
are supposed to hand control over their spiritual lives to the clergy, and 
the social, political and cultural influence simply harnessed the Catholic 
community even more closely under Church control.61
Consequently the Irish state developed the character of  a ‘Catholic’ state 
for a ‘Catholic’ people. Provision of  schools, hospitals and social services were 
usually left to the Church. Catholic social teaching and the principle of  ‘subsid-
iarity’, outlined in Leo XIII’s 1891 encyclical Rerum Novarum, which rejected 
state intervention in relation to individual and family welfare, fitted with the 
conservative and laissez faire approach of  successive governments. There was 
little state involvement in welfare provision until the 1970s and most attempts 
to alter that—such as Noel Browne’s 1950/51 Mother and Child scheme 
ended in failure.62 This was also reflected in De Valera’s 1937 Constitution. 
It was not until the 1980s that the combined effects of  EU membership in 
1973 and European Convention on Human Rights court cases, that Church 
control and influence over welfare provision and gender and sexual rights 
began slowly to wane, accelerating from the 1990s onward with the publica-
tion of  clerical abuse cases and the general decline in vocations.63
 
The Catholic Church in the North of Ireland
After the establishment of  the Northern Ireland State the Church continued 
to act as it had in Ireland throughout the nineteenth and early twentieth 
centuries—as a quasi-state within a state. This was encouraged by the hostile 
environment of  a ‘Protestant State for a Protestant people’.64 It retained a 
separate Church controlled education system which virtually all Catholic 
children in the North attended and through the schools it could reach into 
the home and supervise the parents in the upbringing of  their children. 
As each new generation of  parents handed over their children to Catholic 
schools, those who had let their Catholicism lapse had to take it up again.65 
As in the South, the Church provided health and welfare for the Catholic 
community via hospitals, hostels and homes and also had a virtual monopoly 
on leisure facilities in many areas via parochial halls and youth clubs. It was 
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also a major landlord and landowner. In relation to Belfast for example, large 
tracts of  housing in Ardoyne, had been owned by the Church and rented 
to local people since the 1930s.66 It was also an important landlord in the 
middle Falls area.67 Land, a scarce commodity in the nationalist West Belfast 
area, continues to be held in large quantities by the Church. The influence 
and power of  the Church over the North’s Catholics was therefore not just 
religious, but also social, economic and political and this tended to cement 
stronger community links between Catholics in each parish and between 
each parish.
Partition greatly weakened the more radical elements in the IRA. It repre-
sented a defeat from which they could not recover. Throughout the period 
of  Stormont until at least 1969, they remained ineffective despite periodic 
attempts at armed struggle. The constitutional nationalists in the North were 
also in disarray after Partition. The Nationalist Party was all that remained 
of  the Redmondite Irish Parliamentary Party. It was not even really a party, 
just a collective term for those constitutional nationalists who were elected 
during the period of  Stormont. Indeed, it was known instead as the National 
League of  the North during 1928 and the mid-1930s and as the anti-Parti-
tion League from 1945 until the mid-1950s. It had no formal organisation 
or structure. Annual conferences were not held until 1965 and no formal 
statement of  policy was ever issued until November 1964. The party was 
in effect simply ‘a loose alliance of  local notables’, which only operated at 
parliamentary level.68 Partly as a result of  this lack of  organization, the clergy 
had a large influence in nationalist politics often chairing candidate selection 
meetings. For example, eight of  the twelve nationalist candidates in the 1924 
Westminster elections were proposed by priests.69
Throughout the Stormont period the Nationalist Party was powerless. 
It was caught in a contradiction which precluded even the possibility of  
escaping powerlessness. While it advocated the re-unification of  Ireland 
through electoral means, the permanent unionist majority, reinforced by 
electoral legislation, made this virtually impossible to achieve by purely elec-
toral means.70 In the fifty years of  the existence of  Stormont no nationalist 
ever held a cabinet position and the only nationalist Bill passed into law was 
the Wildfowl Act of  1931.71 It even lacked power at local district council 
level, often due to unionist gerrymandering of  electoral boundaries. The 
Nationalist Party was decentralised, poorly led and never settled on any 
consistent policy towards Stormont. From its establishment in 1921 through 
1925, Stormont was boycotted by Nationalists; they began attending in 
1925 only to walk out again in 1932. It was Church influence which led the 
nationalists to break their boycott of  Stormont in October 1933 to try to 
protect Church education interests.72 However, by 1935 party discipline had 
broken down and members began attending or boycotting individually, until 
they all began boycotting again in 1938.73 
In 1945 the nationalists returned to Stormont but it was not until 1965 
that they finally consented to become the official opposition. Catholics in 
the North continuously had political leaders who never held power and 
were unable to affect even a limited amount of  political change. In such 
circumstances the Catholic Church’s state within a state was even more 
important. 
The Church saw itself  and itself  alone as representing the interests of  the 
Catholic community. On occasions this meant condemning a discriminatory 
government. In 1941 for example the Catholic Bishops of  Northern Ireland 
issued a lengthy statement beginning:
Our people suffer grievances and disabilities which extend to every phase 
of  their life, ranging from indignities which bitterly afflict all sensitive 
minds to discrimination in employment.74
The Church was able to combine the roles of  religious, community and 
often political leader without major opposition from any other group75 and 
Catholic politicians recognised the importance of  clerical support for their 
political pursuits.76
During the inter-war years the Church’s influence was such that it was 
often called upon to arbitrate between different anti-Partitionist factions. It 
also felt strong enough to negotiate with the Government on behalf  of  the 
Catholic Community. The exclusion of  that community from the processes 
of  the State and the promotion of  an apartheid-like socio-economic system 
strengthened further the power and influence of  the Church. This was the 
period when the Church’s influence among Northern Ireland Catholics was 
at its height. The State did little in Catholic areas other than enforce law and 
order, thus giving the Church a virtual monopoly over other necessary serv-
ices. However, it has been argued, that the increasing encroachment of  the 
State after World War II into social, welfare, health, housing and education 
provision eroded the influence and power of  the Church.77
One view is that with the introduction of  the Welfare State into Northern 
Ireland the State was now aiding Catholics and this dictated a new relation-
ship between the Church and the State.78 Arguably, this was a factor leading 
to the Northern Ireland Civil Rights Association and ideas about reforming 
the state rather than abolishing it. When Bishop Philbin, the Bishop of  
Down and Connor took up office in 1962, within a month he was sitting in 
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Belfast City Hall having dinner with the Unionist Lord Mayor Wallace, the 
first such visit by a Catholic prelate. In December 1970 he took the symbolic 
step of  appointing Fr Robert Murphy as Catholic chaplain to the Stormont 
Parliament, something his predecessors had stubbornly refused to do. The 
Church sought an accommodation with the State and this was reciprocated 
by the State in the form of  education and other grants and positions for 
the clergy on advisory bodies and so forth.79 This was something many 
Republicans found hard to accept. 
The Catholic Church and the Troubles in the North 1969–98
When the Northern Ireland Troubles broke out in 1969 the Church was 
still the most important body in Catholic areas of  Northern Ireland.80 For 
example, when the people of  the Catholic Falls Road area of  Belfast erected 
barricades in 1970, Bishop Philbin accompanied the British Army to the 
barricades and told the people to take them down. Traditional loyalty held 
sway and Philbin was obeyed.81 This echoed a previous era in 1912, when the 
Catholic clergy had patrolled the Catholic Pound District to prevent celebra-
tions during the reading of  the Home Rule Bill from developing into a riot.82 
As the Troubles gathered momentum and republican activity increased it 
was inevitable that this would lead to conflict with the Church. 
Throughout the 1970s, 80s and 90s the Bishops issued regular scathing 
condemnations of  both IRA activity in the North and of  Sinn Féin.83 Some 
Bishops such as Cahal Daly (later Cardinal) urged Catholics to support 
the RUC.84 The use of  Catholic schools in ghetto areas as channels for 
RUC Community Relations Projects often caused resentment among the 
more Republican orientated parents.85 In 1973, as Bishop of  Ardagh and 
Clonmacnoise, Cathal Daly chaired a team from the Irish Council of  
Churches which published a report entitled Violence in Ireland. In this it was 
stated that: ‘It is essential to distinguish between the lawful use of  force 
and the unlawful use of  force which is violence’. ‘The State’, argued the 
report:
 
has the right to use such force as is necessary to restrain wrong-doers, for 
anyone else to use force is unlawful and therefore constitutes ‘violence’... 
The Churches jointly remind their members that they have a prima facie 
moral obligation to support the currently constituted authorities in 
Ireland against all paramilitary powers.86
Some individual Catholic priests did speak out against the State and some 
even criticised the pro-establishment line of  the hierarchy.87 Even amongst 
the hierarchy there were differences of  emphasis. For example, Cardinal 
O’Fiaich was often seen as sometimes representing an anti-establishment 
approach. His condemnation of  conditions in the H Blocks in July 1980, 
his claims in 1984 that Catholics in Northern Ireland were alienated from 
the State and his public statements in 1985 and 1989 to the effect that the 
British Government should make a declaration of  intent to withdraw from 
Northern Ireland, all caused controversy.88 Despite being a member of  
an international conservative church hierarchy he was influenced by local 
conditions and aspirations.
However, despite occasional criticisms of  the state the Church hierarchy, 
including O’Fiaich,89 and clergy were largely consistent in their condemna-
tion of  republicanism throughout the Troubles and their support for the 
moderate constitutional nationalism of  the SDLP. This became particularly 
clear during the 1980s when Sinn Féín began to contest elections. As John 
Darby noted in 1986, the clergy in Killeen ‘regarded radicals and republicans 
as greater threats to the stability of  the area than any external enemies’.90 
It was the role of  the SDLP to maintain some element of  stability and 
opposition to groups like Sinn Fein who were not only espousing armed 
struggle, but also notions of  socialism and secularism. However, the decline 
of  the SDLP and the rise of  Sinn Fein in some areas of  the North was to 
prove challenging to the Church.91 Many clergy felt that if  the SDLP was 
not delivering the goods, then they were duty-bound to take on that role 
themselves in competition with republicans. This is well illustrated by the 
battle for hearts and minds, in which the Church engaged with the growing 
power of  Sinn Féin and the Republican Movement in places like West 
Belfast in the 1980s.92 
Government suspicion of  democratically elected community bodies in 
the strongly republican West Belfast area, and the State’s desire to remove 
community leadership from Sinn Fein meant that the Church increasingly 
found itself  the channel of  Government resources and finance. It gained 
control over State-sponsored schemes for the unemployed, training and 
economic development, to its obvious satisfaction, but to the dismay of  
many grassroots community bodies.93 Besides having control over a large 
slice of  the normal statutory funding in the area it also received the bulk of  
other types of  funding such as Belfast Action Teams (BAT) funding and 
grants to the area from the International Fund for Ireland.94 Bill Rolston 
(1980), argued that in the 1970s the Church had similarly obtained most of  
the funding available under the Belfast Areas of  Special Need (BAN) initia-
tive, the forerunner to BAT.95 
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Referring to the operation of  Action for Community Employment (ACE) 
schemes in West Belfast, for example, one newspaper reported in 1988, 
‘wherever possible, the schemes are left in the hands of  local management, 
usually with a strong Church connection. This eliminates the danger of  
paramilitary involvement on both sides of  the community’.96 
According to one report, Cathal Daly, then Bishop of  Down and Connor, 
called his clergy together in March 1983 and asked that at least one priest in 
each parish involve himself  in social issues. In April of  the same year Daly 
also appointed two auxiliary bishops in his dioceses, for the first time in 
120 years, mainly to help co-ordinate the social issues work of  the Church 
in areas like West Belfast.97 In Daly’s words, ‘to tackle the deprivation is 
to combat violence too, in a way which is far more effective than security 
measures alone’.98 
Despite the efforts of  the Church hierarchy, by the early 1980s Sinn Féin 
had become the largest political party in West Belfast in electoral terms, a 
position it has retained. The signing of  the 1998 Good Friday Agreement 
and the development of  a partnership Government led to Sinn Féin 
becoming the main political party of  the Catholics/nationalists throughout 
the North.99 In the process however, it has itself  became transformed from 
a revolutionary party into a constitutional nationalist party. It is no longer 
seen by the Church hierarchy or by the British state as a threat. Its policies, 
which had verged on Marxist in the late 1970s, had come to resemble much 
more the politics of  Tony Blair and social democracy in the 2000s. By then 
the power of  the Church had begun to wane both north and south of  the 
Border and a host of  other factors had become much more influential in 
political developments.
Whilst accepting the Catholic Church was not monolithic and that many 
individual priests were supportive of  radical change and even sometimes 
active in revolutionary movements, there is no doubt that the Church overall 
played a major role in stunting the development of  revolutionary or radical 
politics in Ireland over many centuries. Its power and influence ensured 
that from the late eighteenth century it was increasingly wooed by the State. 
The concessions this attracted, plus its natural conservatism, meant that the 
Church promoted a conservative constitutional approach to reform. It led 
the fight against the growth of  revolutionary republicanism, secularism and 
socialism. Its unique history meant that it was able to maintain the devout 
allegiance of  the bulk of  the native population while at the same time devel-
oping alliances with the very state which was oppressing them. It also ensured 
that those who claimed to be trying to liberate them, the revolutionary repub-
licans and socialists, remained marginalized and ineffective. While the power 
of  the Church in Ireland is now but a shadow of  its former past, its legacy 
nonetheless lives on in the social, cultural, political and economic fabric of  
society North and South.
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